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Abstract 
The rapid growth of science and technology in Malaysia has changed the demand for graduates with strong soft skills. In 2006, 
the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) directed all institutions of higher learning (IHL) to further enhance 
students’ soft skills through the “Kemahiran Insaniah” Curriculum in order to upgrade the students to meet the current scenario of 
competitive job market demand. Despite continuing efforts made to improve students’ soft skills, the industry commented that 
graduates had failed to master the soft skills needed in their employment. On top of this, efforts to improve soft skills among 
students will not be successful without a strong commitment and participation from the students themselves. This paper proposes 
a smart synergy model of smart tri-partite partnership among polytechnics-industry-students in the industrial training program. 
The main aim is to create a Smart Tripartite partnership among polytechnic-industry-students to improve the students’ soft skills. 
This paper emphasises strategies to fill up the existing gaps in this matter. First, the trends of partnerships in industrial training 
programs among polytechnic-industry and students in Malaysia are analysed. Then feedback and issues gathered from the 
industrial training program by the Department of Civil Engineering, Politeknik Sultan Salahuddin Abdul Aziz Shah are also 
reported.  
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Since 2006, Malaysian Polytechnics have implemented the Soft Skills module T3410 as one of the programmes 
taught in preparation for the students’ practical training, MOHE (2005). These skills are taught while the students 
are in the third semester. The objective of the soft skills module is to prepare the students with essential skills 
needed during their industrial training.  The module emphasizes improvement of the students’ skills including: 
 
  positive personality 
 effective communication 
 good work ethics 
 working experience 
 report writing 
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The students are expected to be proactive and with a positive mind set upon the successful completion of this 
module. In addition, the module aims to develop students’ understanding in carrying out tasks given. According to 
Riam (2010), it is offered in the context of benefiting the students in preparing them for industrial training and 
employment.  
 
There are numerous benefits that derive from university-industry relationships, including benefits to society, 
universities, and companies. Most of the partnerships rely on these two parties (Gill, 2009; W.T. Carpenter, Jr., et al.  
2004;  Junaini et.al, 2008; Abdul Hamid et.al 2009). However this study adds the students as a formal party involved 
in the relationship. The aim is to create the smart partnership between academic institution, industry and students. 
The successful relationship of the three parties hopes to improve the soft skills of the students and this will be called 
a smart tri-partite partnership. 
 
The industrial training program in this study, involves three parties, namely the polytechnic as the academic 
institution providing formal education and training; the industry that provides on-job training to the students; and the 
students who are required to undergo the industrial training programme. Although it has been identified that all three 
parties; the polytechnics, industries and students, are responsible in determining the success of programme, the study 
looks only on the role that the students play. This is based on comments by the companies that hire them stating that 
the students still lack the requisite soft skills to function in their organizations (Abdullah, 2009; Zaharim et.al, 2009; 
Angelina et.al 2011; Lee, 2003). It shows that there are still gaps in the present method of developing soft skills 
among polytechnic students. 
2.    Methodology 
This paper aims to highlight the importance of strategic partnership which will result in students becoming better 
skilled as perceived by employers in engineering organizations in Malaysia (Gill, 2009; MOHE- Industrial 
Dialogue, 2009). It is hoped that this study will provide relevant information for polytechnics and the industry to 
develop a smart partnership along with the students who are fully involved in the partnership. This will enable 
educational institutions to produce engineering graduates who are well accepted by the industry.  
 
The study employed a case study method involving seven polytechnic students who were undergoing their practical 
training at a few engineering companies. Engineering students were chosen based on information gathered from the 
polytechnic industrial training unit advising that these civil engineering students had encountered many problems 
during their industrial training.  The students were in their fourth semester at Polytechnic Shah Alam and 
undergoing a one semester practical training in the industry.  
 
The students were interviewed to gain insights into their perception of soft skills. The interviews were employed to 
gather information from the students. As the aspects of the mind-set, style and notion of soft skills were known only 
to students themselves, this would provide vast information and insights into the students’ perceptions of learning 
and developing soft skills. 
3.   Analysis and Discussion 
The preparation of industrial training begins with the teaching of the soft skills module in semester three. In 
addition, the students were provided with training and support prior, during and after the industrial training. 
Counselling sessions and briefing were given to the students before they embarked on their industrial training to 
equip the students with knowledge to face the challenges of the working world. This corroborates with literature 
which highlights the fact that the fundamental purpose of training is to prepare students for employment through 
exposure to the real working environment (Masika & Kondoro, 2008; Abdul Hamid et.al (2009). Hence, the 
programmes provided at polytechnics should ideally enhance the students’ employment experiences. The industry 
will then play an active role in coaching the students with expertise and skills required in their employment (Junaini, 
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2008; Gill, 2009). However, comments from employers contradict this as they complained that students still lacked 
essential soft skills.  
 
Data gathered from the interviews with the students was coded and divided into themes. Data from the interviews 
showed that the students lacked initiative and confidence. The students’ perceptions were divided into three major 
themes; the students’ mind-set, learning style and notion of soft skills. 
 
 
3.1 Mind set 
 
Despite the preparations provided by the polytechnics, the interviews reveal that the students were not ready to 
embark on the industrial training. The result from the analysis shows that the students’ mind set for change were 
lacking as they were not proactive and not willing to learn new things. This is despite the fact that they were aware 
that such knowledge gained was beneficial and useful. However, they acknowledged that soft skills helped to 
improve their confidence but they did not appreciate the importance of soft skills in their normal day life. Samples 
of statements with regard to the students’ mind set Table I below:  
 
Table I. Mind set on soft skills 
 
Student Comments  
A “....really need assistance how to improve....” 
B “....don’t know when it is appropriate to use....” 
C “....afraid to give my idea.... “ 
D “....need to improve communication skills....” 
E “....I just follow the instruction.” 
F “....I feel the skill learned in polytechnics is enough... “ 
G “....afraid to ask and unsure of appropriate time to ask....” 
 
 
3.2 Style of learning 
 
The result from the analysis shows that the students were complacent and did not utilise lessons learned, they also 
seemed uninterested in participating in any programmes organised by the Polytechnic. The students were more exam 
oriented and unwilling to participate in activities related to soft skills. On the other hand, the students acknowledged 
that their learning style of soft skills could improve their performances; however, their approaches were otherwise. 
Table II lists some of the students’ comments with regard to their style of learning soft skills: 
 
Table II. Style of learning soft skills 
Student Comments  
A “...I involved co-curriculum only in semester one and two.” 
B “After class I just going back home, I don’t have any curricular activities...” 
C “I don’t have co-curricular activities after semester two...” 
D “...I concentrate more to prepare for the examination....” 
E “...I worried about joining the programs inter polytechnics, hmm....afraid miss the class... “ 
F “...I was satisfied with the soft skills module class...really helpful....” 
G “...I can’t fully grasp the soft skills class.....  
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3.3 Notion of soft skills 
 
The result from the analysis shows that the students believe that soft skills are important for their career 
development however, it was observed that the students put in little effort to learn and master these skills. Even 
though the students perceived and believed that positive notion towards soft skills was important, it was not 
reflected in their actions to change.  
 
Table III below shows some of the students’ statements on their notion of soft skills: 
 
Table III. Notion of Soft Skills 
Student Comments 
A “....learning soft skills is more relaxed and casual.....”  
B “....it is easy to learn soft skills.” 
C “    Soft skills can increase discipline.” 
D “..  soft skills help to improve a student’s performance...” 
E “    soft skills can increase work performance...” 
F “...easy to understand soft skills. “ 
G “...soft skills can improve quality of life....” 
 
4. Smart Tri-partite Partnership 
The analysis above shows that a lot needs to be done to realise the Ministry’s vision of empowering polytechnics’ 
students with relevant soft skills. A continual joint effort among polytechnic-industry- students could make this 
vision possible.  The Polytechnics should implement soft skill curricular through its teaching and learning and 
activities within or out of the campus. At the same time, the industry should ideally provide assistance to coach the 
students not only in how to master their trade but also to improve the students’ self-confidence.  Indirectly, the 
industry’s vision, ideas and suggestions towards implementation of soft skills shall further enhance the students’ 
willingness to improve the skills. 
 
On top of this, all parties involved should play their respective roles in order to assist the students in gaining 
knowledge and skills. Polytechnics need support from other parties in the partnership especially from the industry in 
providing on-job training and coaching of the students. They also need to instil the students with a positive mind set, 
learning style and notion. This partnership relationship between polytechnic, industry and students is described as 
Figure 1.  
  
Figure 1. Smart Tri-partite Partnership (STPP) 
 
POLYTECHNIC 
Formal 
Education 
Soft skill module 
 
  
  
  
  
  INDUSTRY 
On job training 
Coaching 
 
  
  STUDENT 
Mind set 
Learning Style 
Notion 
  Polytechnics – Provide formal education 
through customised program to 
develop competent workforce. 
Industry        – Provide on job training with 
proper coaching.     
Students –  Positive mind set, learning style 
and notion in soft skills. 
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Encouragement from the polytechnic and industry should help the students to acquire the soft skill effectively. The 
students need to propel the power to bring in the positive mind set, learning style and notion towards soft skills from 
their soul and heart. This is to benefit all the three parties in their respective area of concern. 
5.    Conclusion 
This article stresses the importance for students to inculcate positive mind set, learning style and notion in order to 
develop their soft skills. The smart tri-partite partnership among polytechnics, industry and students is essential in 
ensuring that such development is achieved. Partnership between the industry and polytechnic should be continual 
while the students should play a significant role to ensure that the STPP is a success by participating in activities 
arranged by the polytechnic and the industry. What is more important is for the students to take full responsibility 
and advantage of the partnership between industry and polytechnic. They should be reliable in completing the tri-
partite partnership and develop the soft skills needed by the industry. The partnership should be successful upon 
active involvement and participation by the Polytechnic-industry and the students. Success of the smart partnership 
shall boost job market demand for polytechnics undergraduates and the students will benefit as they will be most 
sought after by the industry. 
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